Characteristics of the German uranium miners cohort study.
To evaluate the risk of cancer associated with low and high levels of radon exposure one of the largest single cohort studies on uranium miners is being conducted in Germany including 58,721 men who were employed for at least 6 mo between 1946 and 1989 at the former Wismut uranium company in Eastern Germany. Information on job history, smoking, dust, and arsenic was collected from the original payrolls and the medical records. Exposure to radon and its progeny was estimated by using a detailed job-exposure matrix. The first mortality follow-up determining the vital status as of 31 December 1998 has been started. The cohort includes 49,342 exposed miners who have worked underground or in processing/milling facilities and 9,379 never-exposed workers. Miners who had been exposed for the first time between 1946 and 1954 (n = 19,865), the years with the poorest working conditions, show higher mean cumulative radon exposures (709 working level months, WLM) and a longer duration of exposure (mean = 13 y) than those with the first exposure between 1955 to 1970 (121 WLM and 11 y, n = 14,155) or after 1970 (10 WLM and 6 y, n = 15,322), respectively. Information on smoking is available for 38% of the cohort, demonstrating that most miners were heavy smokers. In the first mortality follow-up a total of about 15,000 deceased men including about 2,200 lung cancer deaths are expected. The main strengths of the study are its size and the large group of workers having received low exposures over relatively long periods of time.